Community attitudes towards people with mental health problems: a discourse analytic approach.
This paper addresses some methodological issues related to the generation of knowledge for mental health practice. It is suggested that a knowledge and understanding of attitudes towards the mentally ill has the potential to inform policy and practice regarding the establishment of community mental health facilities in order to encourage their acceptance by the public. Traditional approaches to attitude research are outlined followed by the proposal of an alternative approach: discourse analysis. The utility of each approach is assessed with regard to the potential relevance and applicability of research findings to practice. Traditional approaches are criticized on the grounds that they fail to take into consideration the social contexts within which attitudes are naturally expressed. As a result, information which is of potential interest to mental health practitioners is lost and it is unclear how the findings of such research might relate to or be translated into practice. It is argued, that since this information is to be found in the language used to describe people with mental health problems and to express attitudes towards them, that discourse analysis is ideally suited to the study of attitudes towards the mentally ill. The potential utility of the approach is demonstrated by an empirical example. Implications for practice are considered.